Most of us have been taught about the Loyalist origins of English Canada. But few of 
us were ever taught that of the 40,000 Loyalists who came up here as a result of the 
American Revolution, 5,000 were black. And none of us were told that of those 5,000 
blacks, almost half of them were slaves who cleared the new land in Canada, harvested 
the fields, and raised the children for their Loyalist masters. 


Several hundred slaves toiled in Missisquoi County, Quebec, the first area where 
Loyalists settled, at the north-east corner of Lake Champlain. They left no remains. 
When slavery was abolished by the British Parliament in 1833, the blacks of 
Missisquoi County abandoned their shanty towns and their un-marked graves and 
moved to Montreal looking for a better life. 


There 1s only one black man in Missisquoi County today. Hank Avery is a much- 
loved primary school teacher in the county capital of Bedford. He immigrated to 
Quebec from Pennsylvania to avoid the draft during the Vietnam war. He has two 
older children living on their own. He is divorced, and now lives with Linda, who 
works for HR Block. He loves playing the guitar and conducting the school choir. To 
hundreds of young people who have grown up in Bedford, he is a father figure. He 
speaks very little French. 


Missisquoi is one of the most fertile farming areas of Quebec. Réjean Benoit owns 80 
head of beef on his farm near St. Armand, 15 kms from Bedford. He was a member of 
the committee which got a cenotaph erected in the St. Armand town square a few 
years ago in honour of the Patriots of 1837. Like Avery, he is divorced, and has two 
grown children. But he lives alone. His recreation is writing poetry about the partner 
he wished he had. His writing is lyri¢al, yet brittle and witty, with syncopated 
rhythms. He speaks very little English. 


In another time and place, family men and amateur artists like Avery and Benoit 
would be friends. But in this era of ethnic tension, they are not. There was once a 
burial ground on Benoit's property for 30 of the slaves who worked in St. Armand. 
Avery has been trying to get it recognized as a historic site. Benoit doesn't want 
strangers on his property. After two years of confrontations in the town council and in 
the press, their disagreement is at an impasse. 


Enter Bernadette Charles. She is a woman both men admire. A black immigrant from 
Grenada, she lives in the West Island with her Italian-born husband and their 12-year- 
old daughter. She operates a beauty salon, and writes poetry which she recites in 
public with grace and power. She is trying to get Avery and Benoit to agree ona 
compromise plan to present to the Department of Heritage. It will take quite a while. 
There are bitter feelings on both sides to overcome. 


Hank, Réjean and Bernadette. All three feel strongly enough about their positions to 
allow their future negotiations to be filmed. It is a rare opportunity to make a film 
about an important but buried part of our past, as it is being uncovered and brought 
back to life. 


ministére de la Culture et des Communications de mener a terme une intervention archéologique sur 
le site du rocher Nigger dans les meilleurs délais. 


En effectuant des puits de sondage ou des unités de fouilles d'un métre carré, des tranchées ou des 
explorations au géoradar sur le site permettra de vérifier concrétement une hypothése dont la réponse 
ne saurait venir que de I'archéologie. Aprés quoi, le ministére de la Culture et des Communications 
sera plus apte a prendre les mesures appropriées pour sauvegarder et mettre en valeur un lieu trop 
souvent calomni€....dont une recherche généalogique exhaustive sur la famille Luke et ses proches, 
la fouille systématique du site du Rocher Nigger et la possibilité d'un classement 4 titre de site 
historique. 


Les sépultures humaines exhumées pourraient alors faire l'objet d'une relocalisation et d'une 
réinhumation, ailleurs. A cette fin, la municipalité de Saint-Armand devrait considérer la possiblité 
d'acquérir une parcelle de terre, bien en vue, a proximité du site du Rocher Nigger, a l'extérieur des 
limites de la propriété de la famille Benoit, et accessible au public en tout temps. Sur ce terrain 
public, il conviendrait d'ériger une stéle funéraire a la mémoire des esclaves noirs de Saint-Armand 
et aux autres esclaves du Canada Francais." 


This report was never made public. Mayor Chamberlin had received a copy, as well as the Benoit 
brothers. But Hank Avery had never heard of it. Roland Viau was shocked to learn this from me, in 
view of the fact that the Ministry had commissioned him to do the study in response to the crisis that 
Avery had brought about. 


Avery and Viau met for the first time in my kitchen last month. I told them of a conversation I had 
with Charles Benoit, Réjean's brother, who is leading the resistance against the recognition of Nigger 
Rock as a historic site, although he no longer lives on the farm itself. When I asked Charles what he 
thought of the Viau report, he had said, "You can't declare this a historic site until you can prove 
there were slaves here, and you can't prove that until you find the bones. You won't find them." 


Viau found that statement to support his suspicion that the Benoits have a stronger motivation for 
their opposition than not wanting strangers on their land. He thinks that they are holding out for a 
good financial offer from TransCanada Pipeline for access to their property, and the offer may never 
come if Nigger Rock is declared a historic site. Viau thinks that what Charles said to me probably 
means that the Benoits have already removed the bones to some place where they will never be 
found. 


He also told us that he has been informed by the Ministére de la Culture et des Communications that 
his recommendation for an archeological dig is low on their list of priorities, and would only be done 
in response to public pressure. He has therefore decided to write a book about Nigger Rock on his 
own initiative. 

For his part, Hank feels the Viau report now provides him with the ammunition he needs to get the 
public pressure pumping again. He will start with the crowd of supporters who turned out to hear 
Bernadette Charles in the St. Armand library on February 26. 


It would be a media event if the film and Viau's book could be launched at the same time. 
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